twentieth-century Ottoman and turkish history that i cannot allow myself to view it as "exterior" to my field. the commonalities, the overlaps, the crisscrossings, but also the tensions, the conflicts and the tragedies marking the two historical paths are so numerous and so intense that it becomes practically impossible to dissociate the one from the other. Just one example drawn from my personal research will probably help illustrate what i mean. i am presently working on a biography of an Ottoman high bureaucrat of the nineteenth century, edhem pasha (1818?-1893), who was apparently a very young survivor of the chios massacre of 1822 -in a sense Victor hugo's enfant grec -2 and who, through captivity and enslavement, eventually became one of the symbolic, if not prominent, figures of Ottoman modernisation from the 1850s on, managing to survive well into the hamidian period.
3 his son, Osman hamdi Bey , an intellectual and an artist, became the founding father and main promoter of "national" archaeology and museology in the empire, with an understandable and rather predictable penchant for the Greek antiquities that had haunted the minds and fantasies of generations of european travellers, intellectuals and philhellenes. how could one treat the life and career of these two generations of Ottomans without trying to understand the relevance of the Greek component that traversed their lives in such different ways? how does one account for the fact that not a single "direct" document exists that would enable us to link the father to his chian origins, or even allow us to ascertain that he spoke Greek, while the son was known to take some pride in his Greek ancestry and bragged about it in the educated circles of the city, among whom some local Greeks of some standing reported on this with no less satisfaction? 4 this should not be taken as a simplistic and nostalgic lament for a lost world of ethnic communion and cultural synthesis. already then, things were much more complicated, if one considers that edhem pasha seems to have made it a point to erase any possible trace that could lead people back to his origins. this was a rather naïve attempt to mask his identity, if one considers that not only european statesmen, travellers and journalists, but commoners in the streets of istanbul knew perfectly well -or believed, considering we still do not have any hard evidence -who and what he was, to the point of nicknaming him Deli Corci ("Georgi the Fool"). yet it was a significant move on his part to make sure that he provided the major biographical dictionary of the time, the "Vapereau", with a birth date -"around 1823" -that was vague enough not to be an open lie, but that also conveniently bypassed the crucial date that would have linked him to chios. 5 as to the son, Osman hamdi, who seemed so eager to espouse the very identity his father was apparently trying to deny, it is more than likely that, rather than a desire to claim a common ancestry with millions of Rum subjects of the empire, his was a romantic infatuation with an idealised vision of hellenism, inherited from the long years he spent in paris and, most of all, from his immersion into the world of european science and culture through his involvement in archaeology. a Greek subject of the empire is turned into a captive and a slave through what was considered to be the rebellion of his people against authority; he is converted to islam and transformed into a bona fide Ottoman bureaucrat, to the point of wanting to lose any trace of his origins; he gets an education in paris that turns him into a fervent admirer of the west; once he starts a successful bureaucratic career, he in turn sends his own son to France to prepare him for a similar destiny; the son strays into the world of arts that eventually makes him a plausible candidate to run the nascent archaeological establishment of the empire; not surprisingly, the son revisits his father's origins through the lens of a western intelligentsia enamoured with an idealised image of hellenic civilisation… Let me add to this confusion a reference to an interesting phenomenon observed in the correspondence between théodore macridy, delegated by the imperial museum to monitor foreign excavations on Ottoman territory, and his hierarchical superior, halil edhem Bey, who happened to be Osman hamdi Bey's brother and his deputy at the head of the museum. this was a rather routine correspondence, consisting of informal reports on the situation in the digs he was visiting. a leitmotiv throughout this correspondence was particularly interesting and, i have to say, amusing: macridy grabbed every occasion in his letters to make fun of a colleague back at the museum, a certain Vasileios mystakidis, who had the responsibility for the museum library.
6 the joke always revolved around the fact that mystakidis was a prude and a bigot: when macridy found himself surrounded by catholic priests in Baalbek, he teased that he was "competing with mystakidis eff. with his priests"; 7 writing from sidon, he joked that mystakidis would probably resent his sending a funerary inscription in honour of "ΟΦΕΜΙc, protector of young and light adolescents" for deciphering, as it could well "belong to an inhabitant from sodom"; 8 at Boğazköy, he remarked that mystakidis would have certainly demanded his excommunication because he had worked on easter sunday; 9 less than a month later, when he discovered a hittite jar with a cross pattern, he wrote: "my friend mystakidis would call it blasphemy to have a cross before christ!" 10 anecdotes and trivia, certainly, but what a way of displaying the multilayered complexity of a world that was all but trivial! a secular Greek mocking a pious Greek in his correspondence with a turk, who happens to be the son of a "former" Greek, all of this in French, of course, and within the larger context of a civilising mission of science and history embedded in a museum which was in great part devoted to the study and display of the hellenic heritage. which turkish history -or for that matter, which Greek history -could -or would be willing to -account for such complexity? true, much of what i have described above belongs to a rather restricted world that is already marginalised with respect to the dominant political or ideological currents of the time. One other fascinating but marginal dimension of this complexity is that of the somewhat understudied currents of helleno-Ottomanism or Byzantino-Ottomanism, represented by a small number of intellectuals and high bureaucrats who espoused one form or another of a utopian dream of togetherness and political cooperation as an ultimate, and somewhat desperate, effort at salvaging what was left of the empire without falling for the "national" solutions advocated by most. yet even at a much more mundane level, if one were to study the basic dynamics of Ottoman society in the nineteenth century, a more demotic form of coexistence -i dare not use the term cosmopolitanism -would necessarily emerge at practically every level. this is probably most obvious in those cities and environments that are characterised by a relatively high degree of ethnic and religious diversity. indeed, how can one even claim to be writing the history -social, economic, cultural... -of the Ottoman capital city without taking into account that, beyond the fact that at least one-fifth of its population was composed of Greeks, various forms of Greek language and culture were shared by an even greater proportion of istanbul's population, regardless of their religious or ethnic background? i have tried earlier to qualify what population censuses presented as mere figures by focusing on specific social subgroups of the capital's population at the turn of the twentieth century. thus, by using a large sample of customers of the imperial Ottoman Bank who had invested in stocks and bonds, i was able to show that the economic weight of the Greek community of the city was much greater than its demographic weight. against an actual presence of approximately 20% in the city's demographic makeup, Greeks constituted almost double that proportion in the "bourgeois" sample of the stock-and bond-holders i had studied; the reverse was true for muslims, who, despite constituting half the population of the city, became a mere "minority" of less than one-fifth of the same sample.
in the direction of some sort of acculturation and, eventually, a cosmopolitan direction, the reference was no longer Ottoman but rather european, most particularly French, when it came to cultural and intellectual choices.
then again, looking at the lower side of the scale may reveal a much richer and in some ways unexpected diversity. the much understudied world of men and women of modest means, the urban poor, the rural populations and the marginal characters of port cities is likely to reveal very different forms of integration, of acculturation, of syncretism, or even of cosmopolitanism "from below". Just browsing the pages of the impressively rich and fascinatingly unsystematic Encyclopaedia of Istanbul by reşad ekrem koçu 13 reveals the existence of a whole underworld and subculture of sailors, artists, bums, prostitutes, criminals, poets and the like haunting the streets of Galata and the area of istanbul's harbour. many of them were Greek -in the widest sense of the word -and much of the language that was spoken among these men and women was a mix of the local languages, among which Greek played a predominant role. true, one can hardly hope to get anywhere with this kind of impressionistic take on a world that generally escapes the gaze of the historian due to its marginality and to the fact that it is generally very poorly documented; nevertheless, i find it absolutely necessary to underline to what extent and with what ease the grand narratives of "national" history can, and in fact make it a point to, bypass such grey areas and identities that do not conform with, or fit, accepted and recognised categories.
what i have described up to this point is to a large extent an idealisation, a form of wishful thinking, too often contradicted by the harsh realities of national historiography, which relies heavily on exclusionism, exceptionalism and essentialism. not surprisingly, although they may have totally opposite discourses, the turkish and Greek national(ist) history-writing traditions have much more in common than their advocates would be willing and happy to admit. this common ground has to do with the most basic characteristics of the way in which these histories are perceived, in terms of their nature, their periodisation and their teleological construction. indeed, both have in common their claim to represent the essence of their respective nations, and therefore to be essentially and exclusively Greek perspective of their periodisation, too, they rely on a very similar structure, in that they are based on the idealisation of two distinctly separate destinies that intersect, in a violent way, of course, at three major points: 1453, 1821-1829 and [1919] [1920] [1921] [1922] . they thus manage to make sure that no real overlap exists between the two: turkish history will make no case for Greeks between 1453 and 1821 -except for occasional references to Ottoman magnanimity towards the "minorities" -while Greek history will bypass the "dark age" of subjection to Ottoman rule under the telling term of Τουρκοκρατíα.
the treatment that these major events gets in turkish history is worth visiting through high school history textbooks. Of course, these supposed instruments of education and instruction are not to be mistaken with truly academic history writing or with most of the decent scholarship produced in turkish universities. nevertheless, i do believe that mediocre as it may be, the historical discourse of textbooks ends up being formative and/or representative of a popular understanding of national history and cannot be discarded as a mere epiphenomenon when compared to mainstream scholarly production. moreover, one has to admit that even in the supposedly selective spheres of academic production, the remarkable persistence and longevity of some of the basic nationalist constructs allows for the reproduction of some of the crudest stereotypes, shortcuts and bypasses so typical of nationalist history writing.
to give concrete examples of this trend, one needs only to look at the most salient points of these momentous episodes of "contact" between "turks" and "Greeks" to understand the underlying logic of the whole process. some phenomena are extremely simple, straightforward and to a certain extent harmless. the systematic reference to "conquest" only and the absence of any relativist contextualisation to the fact that this was a "fall" to those who tried to hold the city is a very minor defect, which honestly cannot be held against the authors. so is the systematic use of the name istanbul to describe the city, thus creating the rather naïve anachronism of giving the city a name it would acquire only after the conquest. true, part of the reason behind this misnomer is also the very concrete hatred felt by republican historiography for the name constantinople, although not with reference to its Byzantine usage, but rather to its use in european languages during the last century or so of the Ottoman empire, in a context that was equated with the most exploitative phase of western imperialism. it nevertheless remains true that the average turkish high school student will see no logical fault in the use of the expression "conquest of istanbul", will never learn that the name istanbul is, in fact, the phonetically deformed Greek expression "εἰς τὴν Πόλιν", will also ignore that the name constantinople did survive as the official name of the city in the arabic form of kostantiniyye, and that the name istanbul referred, until 1930, only to the central district of the whole agglomeration, the one quaintly referred to today as the "historic peninsula". trivial details, which, of course are never totally innocent, but do not constitute a rewriting of history either. interestingly enough, despite the obvious temptation to turn this into a direct confrontation between the two "nations", 1453 in turkish textbooks is not really as negative about the Greeks as one would perhaps expect. the reason for this is simple: in the grand scheme of things, the Greeks -the Byzantines -are the losers, and even the harshest nationalist discourse can afford to display some generosity towards the conquered. thus, even though the narrative is full of glorifying references to Ottoman military prowess, technological versatility and to the genius of the young sultan mehmed ii -always called Fatih (the conqueror) -this is not generally done at the expense of the Byzantine empire and the Greeks. in fact, quite interestingly, it appears that the real concern is not to degrade the image of the Greek, but rather to upgrade that of the turk, which in itself is an implicit admission of a need to respond to some larger issues than the simple conflict between two nations. the first such issue seems to be the desire to prove the humaneness of Ottoman conquest -and by extension, rule -a concern that is obviously triggered by a wish to react to the western stereotype of the barbarian turk. thus a rather recent textbook devotes a whole paragraph of the section discussing the conquest to the following account:
Once the walls fell and the troops entered the city the population fled and took refuge in hagia sophia. entering the city from the cannon Gate, mehmed ii went to hagia sophia and said to the highest ranking priest: "i tell you and your friends and the people that from this day on you have no longer to fear my wrath with respect to your lives and freedom. " he thus gave the priority to ensuring the security of the people's lives and goods. By granting the Orthodox the freedom of religion and faith, he obtained the support of the christian people, while at the same time ensuring that the Orthodox did not unite with the catholics. 14 evidently the point is to erase and oppose any kind of reference to the famous episode of the three days of plunder that followed the entry of the Ottoman army, contracting time in such a way as to present mehmed ii's alleged order to end the sack as having taken place immediately upon his move into the city. this defensive stand is indicative of a much deeper malaise than a simple antagonism between the Greek and turkish nations and their historical narratives. One gets a clear sense that the real animosity, the one that counts most, comes from further west, from europe, from the world that has created, developed, perfected -and is still often using -a negative portrayal of Gladstone's "unspeakable turk". this narrative feeds on one of the most powerful driving forces in turkish politics, the inferiority complex that dominates turkish perceptions of the west. ever since it embarked on the path of modernity through modernisation, the Ottoman empire, soon followed by turkey, has been constantly torn between the admiration felt for western success and the hatred triggered by the haughty, scornful treatment they often received from europe. For almost two centuries now, the Ottoman empire and turkey have thus been struggling with this uncomfortable feeling of being constantly criticised and rejected on grounds of a general incompatibility with civilisation, in general, and europe, in particular. as a result, one can still feel the need -except for those who have decided to turn against europe and the west -to counter criticism, clear a tarnished image, seek approval and, by and large, request acceptance and inclusion into the "civilized world". not surprisingly then, the conquest of constantinople systematically becomes an occasion to promote integration into europe, by means of politics, culture, geography and simple chronology. the fact that this event marks the end of the middle ages and the beginning of the (early) modern period is a typical leitmotiv, which, despite the fact that this kind of periodisation is no longer valued in europe, gives the targeted audience the comforting impression that the turks may have contributed to the course of world history. this would often go beyond simple chronology. the use of cannons was a signal of the collapse of feudalism; control over the entire region put pressure on the trade routes, causing europeans to turn towards the atlantic; and finally, the flight of Greek intellectuals to italy was one of the prime movers behind the renaissance… 15 it takes a lot of will to come up with this kind of argument. this willingness to be included at any price -including that of being the "bad guy" -into the grand narrative of western history is a rather telling example of this pathetic need for recognition by the west. not surprisingly, this competition for western favours is one of the major points of tension with Greece. the systematic way in which Greek civilisation has been viewed as the cradle of western civilisation has always caused much resentment and envy among turkish intellectual and political circles, especially under the republic. certain intellectuals, such as cevat Şakir kabaağaçlı -the famed "Fisherman from halicarnassus" -tried to "hijack" this heritage by promoting an image of "anatolia before Greece", a stratagem that was taken up much later by turgut Özal -or rather his ghostwriter -to promote the dubious argument that turkey should be accepted in the european union because anatolia had preceded Greece… 16 this also explains that the tone of the historical discourse should become more aggressive by the time of the Greek revolt of 1821. until then, the Greeks are rarely brought to the attention of the audience, except for some vague references to the magnanimity of Ottoman rule and the comfort enjoyed by all non-muslim communities under Ottoman rule. in that sense, the Greeks will start to acquire a new identity, that of back-stabbing traitors trying to carve out a Greek state from the Ottoman domains with the help and complicity of the Great powers. this last point is particularly important, since it illustrates perfectly the duplicity of the west, combined with the growing impact of philhellenism. the narrative of the decade or so is reduced to its essentials: the impact of the French revolution on the birth of nationalist ideology; the efficiency of Greek propaganda in europe and the Greeks' close involvement in international trade; the rise of philhellenism in the west; the mobilisation of russian diplomacy and military power in favour of Greece; the defeat of navarino; and the dubious support provided by mehmed ali pasha of egypt. 17 some textbooks give a detailed account of the consequences of this event, stretching the whole matter back and forth in time according to the needs of the discussion. One such case is particularly interesting for it devotes two whole pages to a refutation of the Greek identity of the pontus empire, followed by another two pages anticipating the conflicts that would oppose the Ottoman empire to the newly founded kingdom of Greece throughout the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth. 18 i have no intention to engage in more of this masochistic and self-flagellating mea culpa of turkish national (and nationalist) historiography. i know that the phenomenon has often enough been described and criticised both inside 16 and outside turkey. i know also that many of my Greek colleagues would be eager to reciprocate by showing to what extent Greek national (and nationalist) historiography has often managed to transform Greek presence under Ottoman rule into a discourse of proto-national victimisation and martyrology, sometimes going as far as squeezing four centuries of history into the non-historical dark age of an undifferentiated and opaque Τουρκοκρατíα. nor do i have any real hope of seeing all these clichés and stereotypes disappear overnight; i find it rather naïve to hope that decades, if not centuries, of ignorance and exclusion can simply be wiped away by a positive and constructive political attitude. i think it is telling enough to observe that the rather successful political and cultural rapprochement of the past two decades between Greece and turkey has been erected on a conscious focus and emphasis on common features and similarities between the two nations. effective and efficient as this may be, this shish kebab-souvlaki policy of mutual empathy based on resemblance has the major defect of assuming implicitly that the "other" is acceptable only as long as s/he resembles you. One can perfectly understand the logic and even the legitimacy of this attitude, but historical research cannot afford to fall into the trap of such selective and falsely ecumenical tactics. historians cannot avoid tackling sensitive or even painful issues alongside the evident necessity and advantages of investigating the sources and circumstances of a shared history. the nation-state is incapable of understanding the empire; indeed, i would even say that the nation-state is to a large extent based on the negation of the empire. One can hardly expect, then, that a nation alone could do justice to the complex historical fabric of an empire. that is precisely where alternative historical perspectives and narratives can hope to bring variety against uniformity, and sophistication against oversimplification. sophistication against oversimplification: that is exactly the line of thought i would like to try to explore through a rapid discussion of the most basic terminology that pertains to the domain and period i am concerned with. my article on the signatures of Greek clients of the imperial Ottoman Bank, which i mentioned earlier, was based on a sample consisting exclusively of those clients who were of Greek cultural identity and of Ottoman nationality, in other words, those which the Ottoman jargon of the time would have called Rum in turkish and Ρομιóς in Greek. yet, as my article was written in english, those subtle differences were lost behind the rather flat term of "Greeks", with the awkward possibility of calling my group "Ottoman Greeks", in contradistinction to "Greek nationals", "Greek subjects" or simply "hellenes". as a result, when this volume was published in Greek the following year, the term "Greek customers" in the title of my article was directly translated as "ελλήνων πελατών", which, obviously, does not really correspond to the identity of the group i was focusing on. there was no risk that this should have resulted from an overzealous attempt by the translator to "assimilate" Ottoman subjects into the Greek nation; quite the contrary, judging from the use made of Ιστανμπούλ in the text, it seems pretty clear that if there was any form of excess, it was clearly in the direction of political correctness toward a potentially touchy turkish author… the whole confusion would have perhaps been avoided if i had written my article in turkish and if the translator had been confronted by the word "Rum" instead of "Greek". But in more general terms, this denotes the existence of a complex historical context, whose major categories and definitions are somewhat incompatible with those that have been created by a less sophisticated, more straightforward perception of reality. a complex set of sometimes overlapping identities have been literally bulldozed into national uniformity by the simplistic and pragmatic discourse of the nation-state.
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One has to admit that this problem is particularly present in the case of identities linked in one way or another to the Greek world. if modern Greek narratives have a propensity, innocent or not, to collapse and drown other identities, including Rum, into a teleological construction of hellenic identity, the exact reverse is true of the turkish practice, which tends to extend its former imperial domination by expanding the use of the term Rum well beyond its original scope. the popular use of the term to describe all Greeks, its official usage for Greek cypriots or the frequent qualification of the Greek language as Rumca instead of Yunanca are typical examples of the way in which turkey exerts, sometimes unwittingly, but most of the time quite knowingly, its imperial semantics into the contemporary era. the same risk exists with respect to the amalgamation of turkish with muslim, but with much lesser consequences. in my work, i can easily avoid calling Ottoman muslims turks, even though many of them were likely to use that term when they spoke any western language and conformed themselves to the nametags developed in europe. But even if i did -as many turkish or foreign historians do -call them turks, the risk of confusion would be relatively low, since there was no entity called turkey, other than the empire itself in the european terminology of the time, that would really claim to have a "turkish" population. what makes the Greek case particularly problematic but equally fascinating is the multiplicity of formal identities and of allegiances that such a name can evoke: Greeks of the empire -Rums -by language, by creed, by culture (any or all of them) and Greeks of Greece -hellenes -by the same criteria plus the novelty of citizenship, with all its political, cultural and ideological implications. who belongs where? it is practically impossible to say, as allegiances or identities can be overlapping, as in the case of many Rum subjects of the empire who obtained Greek citizenship. does that put an end to their former identity and turn them overnight into hellenic subjects? are those who do not chose that option Greeks with a false consciousness, or Ottomans that view their relation to hellenism in a different way? in a purely speculative perspective, should we think of the Greeks under Ottoman rule from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries as the ancestors of the Greeks who would break away from the empire and liberate the Greek state, or as those of the Ottoman Greeks who decided to stay until they were exchanged in the 1920s? unfortunately, turkish historical scholarship has little, if any, intention of answering these questions, not to mention its incapacity to handle the material that is likely to provide such an answer. and yet, we need to be able to address these complex issues beyond the oversimplification of national paradigms and historical constructs. in that respect, i do believe that Ottoman history is too serious a matter to be left to turkish historians alone. i would have liked to be able to say that turkish historians cannot write Ottoman history alone, but that would not be true, for the problem is precisely that they have been writing this history on their own when others just watched or simply did not really care. the correct way of putting it, therefore, would rather be to say that turkish historians should not be allowed to write Ottoman history alone. the single-handed monopoly they have exerted over this domain has already done enough harm as it is; i believe it is about time somebody put an end to it. the complexity of the Ottoman past has too long remained unclaimed by those who could have turned it into something other than a glorified prelude to a unilinear and oversimplified narrative of the history of the turkish nation, much like Greek historians have been prone to give modern Greek history a post-colonial touch. neglecting, ignoring or refuting the Ottoman past is not a solution anymore, now that the obsession with nation-building is -or should be -over and done with. what needs to be done is for non-turks to reclaim their part of the heritage, their share of the Ottoman past, however painful this may be. at any rate there is no doubt that such a process would most of all cause a traumatic feeling of loss among those turks who believe they have a rightful monopoly over what they have gradually and inexorably transformed into a "national" heritage.
i am not a nostalgic who dreams of bringing back, glorifying or simply rehabilitating the Ottoman empire. i do believe, however, that the empire is worth revisiting, and that a multiple take on Ottoman history, one that would reflect to some extent the complex diversity of its society and communities, would certainly help us save this legitimate object of historical study from the sterile uniformity that has been invading it since the turks and turkey decreed it to be their exclusive turf, while others, including Greece, chose to simply ignore and discard it as being unrelated and irrelevant to their own historical constructs. in doing so, that is in breaking the turkish monopoly over Ottoman history, a major role falls onto the shoulders of Greek historians and researchers. the last decade or so has already shown that there is a strong tendency in this direction. Very serious examples of excellent scholarship with a direct focus on, and a precious contribution to, Ottoman history have been produced by a number of scholars, research centres and universities in Greece. For a number of reasons, turkish scholarship seems to be lagging behind with respect to its capacity and willingness to abandon its very centralist perspective of Ottoman history, a phenomenon that can be felt with respect to the treatment of practically every peripheral region or population of the empire. recently, however, very encouraging signs indicate that this situation is changing thanks to the interest shown by a number of young scholars and doctoral candidates in revisiting Ottoman history through the lens of those very communities that were until then, at best, treated as a mere embodiment of imperial diversity. it would be naïve to expect these changes to have an immediate impact on mainstream historiography on either side of the divide, especially with respect to its most popular and populist expressions in the domains of public education and the mass media. nevertheless, the new trends observed in some of the scholarly historical research and writing in Greece and turkey seem to indicate that a serious, and hopefully irreversible, movement has started in the direction of the emancipation of Ottoman history from nationalist historiographies.
